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the poles. Yefim walked slowly up and down beside the
table, behind the mother's back. Rybin began to talk again.
"Not long ago the chief of our district sent for me and
said: 'What's that you told the priest, you scoundrel?'
'Scoundrel?' say I. 'I earn my bread by the sweat of my
brow, and I don't do any harm.* He roared at me and
smashed me in the teeth, and for three days they kept me
in jail. 'So that's how you talk to the common folk, is it?'
thinks I. Then don't expect us to forget it, you old devil!
Someone else will get even with you or your children if I
don't do it myself—remember that! You've ploughed up
the breasts of the people with your iron claws and planted
hate there, so don't expect any mercy, you fiends!' That's
what!"
His face was scarlet with the rage boiling within him,
and there were notes in his voice that frightened the
mother.
"And what was it I had said to the priest?" he went
on more calmly. "Once, after making his rounds of the
village, he was sitting talking to some muzhiks—telling
them the common folk were a flock of sheep always in
need of a shepherd. Hm. So I says jokingly: *0nce they
make the fox head of the animals, there'll be plenty of
feathers flying, but few birds.' He cocks his head at me
and says something about how the people have to be long-
suffering and pray to God to give them the strength to
endure their trials and tribulations. So I says that the
people do a lot of praying as it is, but it seems God's too
busy to listen to them. Hm. So then he asks me what
prayers I pray, and I answer: 'One and the same prayer
all my life, like all the rest of the common folk: Dear
God, please teach me how to eat stones arid spit logs in
the service of the gentlefolk.' But he didn't give me a
chance to finish." Suddenly Rybin turned to Sophia. "You
a gentlewoman?" he asked.
"Why a gentlewoman?" she asked quickly, starting in
surprise.
"Why?" snorted Rybin. "Because you were born that

